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Abstract 
There is a continued need to consider ways to prevent early adolescent engagement in a 
variety of harmful risk-taking behaviours for example, violence, road-related risks, and 
alcohol use. The current prospective study examined adolescents’ reports of intervening 
to try and stop friends’ engagement in such behaviours among 207 early adolescents 
(mean age = 13.51 years, 50.1% females). Findings showed that intervening behaviour 
after three months was predicted by the confidence to intervene which in turn was 
predicted by student and teacher support although not parental support. The findings 
suggest that the benefits of positive relationship experiences might extend to the safety of 
early adolescent friendship groups particularly through the development of confidence to 
try and stop friends’ risky and dangerous behaviours. Findings from the study support the 
important role of the school in creating a culture of positive adolescent behaviour 
whereby young people take social responsibility.  
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Introduction  
Adolescent engagement in risk-taking behaviours continues to be an important health 
issue. For example, 31% of U.S. year 9 students’ reported they were involved in a physical fight 
and 4% engaged in a fight and required medical treatment (CDCP 2010). Adolescents who drink 
alcohol are more likely to experience harm (Swahn, Simon, Hammig and Guerrero 2004) and 
injury appears to dramatically increase during adolescence. The aim of this study is to examine a 
protective model of behaviour that might decrease such early adolescent risk-taking. More 
specifically, examine adolescents’ intervening behaviours of their friends, that is, their attempts 
to try and stop a friend engaged in risky or dangerous behaviour. Key supportive relationships 
(parents, peers, and teachers) are predicted to relate to confidence to try to stop friends’ risky and 
dangerous behaviours which in turn is expected to relate to reported intervening behaviour 
(measured three months later). 
Intervening behaviour 
A key rationale for exploring friends intervening is firstly around the social nature of 
adolescent risk-taking behaviour and the potential that they have to intervene in knowing about, 
and being present at, risky situations. It has been suggested that some risk taking behaviour 
typically observed in young people, including drinking alcohol (Bahr, Hoffman and Yang 2005; 
Marcoux and Shope 1997) and engaging in relational and physical aggression (Card and Hodges 
2006) is associated with peer influence and undertaken with peers. Additionally, the focus of 
such previous research has focused primarily on the negative influence of peer groups with little 
attention paid to the potential for friends to actively try and stop or dissuade friends from 
engaging in risk-taking behaviours. 
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There are few adolescent studies examining friends’ direct and active intervening 
behaviour such as trying to stop their friends’ risky and dangerous behaviour. Flanagan, Galley, 
and Elek (2004) examined adolescents’ strategies of intervening and found that early adolescents 
did report they would intervene regarding alcohol and drug use by talking to the friend or an 
adult or ending the friendship. Smart and Stoduto (1997) found that around one-third to one-half 
intervened in their friends’ illegal drug use, tobacco smoking, drinking too much, and drink 
driving. Further, Patten, Lopez, Thomas, Offord, and Decker (2004) found that among 
adolescent non-smokers, 90% identified someone they thought should stop smoking and that 
they were willing to help that individual. Adolescents do appear to offer protection for the 
friends’ risk-taking behaviour or would be willing to do so.  
Whilst there is a large body of research regarding adolescents’ efficacy to avoid engaging 
in risk-taking much less is known about their confidence to intervene to prevent risk-taking. 
Having confidence toward engaging in a particular behaviour is generally associated with an 
increased likelihood of performing that behaviour (Ajzen 1991). Ulleberg’s (2004) research 
suggests that confidence to intervene can be predictive of intervening behaviour. He examined 
16 to 25 year old passengers' likelihood of addressing unsafe driving of same-age peers and 
found feelings of powerlessness predicted intervening (speaking up). Further confidence to 
intervene was found to directly predicted intervening and helping behaviour (Buckley, Chapman 
and Sheehan 2010). Similarly college students report intervening when they felt able to prevent 
the risk-taking, in particular driving after drinking alcohol (for example, Newcomb, Rabow, 
Hernandez and Monto 1997).  
Support Networks 
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Whilst a belief about one’s ability to intervene may have a direct association with 
intervening, key relationships in adolescents’ lives may provide a foundation for such confidence 
in which to intervene and protect. Particularly in adolescence, when young people are forming 
many of their own attitudes and judgements, key relationships might underscore the content of 
some of those judgements (Keating 2004). Three prominent relationship areas in early 
adolescents’ lives relate to their teachers, peers, and parents.  
Traditionally, adolescence is seen as a time in which there is increasing autonomy from 
parents however a study by Padilla-Walker and Carlo (2007) showed when closeness was high, 
alcohol and drug use was lower and prosocial behaviours (such as volunteering) was higher. 
Further McNamara Barry et al. (2008) examined the mother-child relationship and found that 
prosocial values were related to perceived quality of the relationship. Thus there may be key 
issues within the parent-child relationship, particularly perceptions of closeness, that might 
facilitate prosocial behaviour. This study sought to understand if that closeness and a bonding to 
parents affected the likelihood of intervening behaviour.  
The relationships adolescents have with their teachers has also shown to affect early 
adolescent outcomes. Emotional engagement, that is, student self-reported feeling that teachers 
are involved with and are interested in them and that teachers know, respect and care about them 
relates to important outcomes for young people (Rosenfeld, Richman, Bowen and Wynn 2000). 
Additional components might include students feeling that in turn they can make an important 
contribution to the school and to their own learning and belonging (Klem & Connell, 2004). 
Wentzel (1997) investigated middle school students’ description of ‘teachers that care’. Primarily 
students indicated that caring teachers have a democratic communication method (for example, 
open communication and displaying equity amongst students), that they model a caring attitude 
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and set a clear direction and expectation of student’s behaviour.  A supportive adult school 
environment is thus said to promote respect and a sense of fairness and it maybe that such a 
supportive environment is similarly associated with respect or fairness that might promote 
intervening behaviour. Indeed, Syversten et al. (2009) found that perceived authoritative teaching 
style was predictive of intervening in knowledge of peers’ dangerous plan. The current study 
sought to understand whether students who experience teachers as caring, respectful and who 
promote appropriate disclosure and who are more engaged such that they regularly attend school 
will themselves be involved in positive prosocial behaviours that have clear safety benefits for 
their friends.   
Developmental theorists suggest that as individuals move into adolescence, peer groups 
become an increasingly significant social relationship and play an integral role in shaping 
behaviour. Peers play a unique role in socialisation as they provide opportunities and experiences 
that are not available in other relationships (Hartup 1996).  Adolescents might offer their friends 
validation of interests and beliefs and affection (Sullivan 1953) and might provide opportunities 
for nurturing and companionship (Furman & Buhmester 1985). Friends are also those that 
adolescents turn to when in need of help. They are relied on for emotional support and are said to 
promote health adjustment including promoting competence and self-worth (Armsden and 
Greenberg 1987; Laible, Carlo, and Raffaelli 2000). The close relationship and increased 
likelihood of proximity allows adolescent friends physical opportunities to be around risk-taking 
and thus the potential opportunities to engage in protective behaviour. Further, self-disclosure 
appears to strengthen friendships, and it is said that friends share resources, give advice and 
support when needed (Rose and Asher 1999). One likely method of intervening may be to talk to 
friends and the opportunities for such dialogue are perhaps where there is already self-disclosure. 
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Flanagan et al. (2004) found that adolescents do report talking to friends as an intended 
protective behaviour. The research in this paper focuses on friends as being supportive and the 
relationship that this may have in adolescents intervening behaviour.  
Summary 
 Past research typically focuses on what might encourage engagement in risk-taking 
behaviour rather than on factors that might be associated with decreased risk-taking. This study 
prospectively examined early adolescents’ intervening behaviour (over three months).  Further, 
the current study sought to understand whether student experiences of support from parents, 
teachers and friends has a direct relationship with intervening behaviour or is related through 
confidence to intervene.  
Method 
Participants and Procedure 
There were 207 year nine students from three schools who participated in surveys at two 
time points. Participants had a mean age of 13.51 years (SD = .61) and one half were males. 
Most participants were born in Australia (83%) or New Zealand (11%). Seventy percent of those 
invited obtained active parental consent and 75% of these students undertook surveys at the two 
time points. 
The procedures that were employed followed those approved by relevant university and 
education board human research ethics committees. Individual school permission was obtained 
through the school principal. The questionnaire booklet was administered by researchers during 
one classroom lesson of 45 minutes and the follow-up three months later in the same manner.  
 
Measures 
Support from key relationships 
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Measures included factors relating to teachers, students, mothers, and fathers. 
Chronbach’s alpha co-efficients for the measures ranged from .72 to .92. 
Support from teachers and students. To measure global teacher support and student support, 
factors from the shortened version of the School as a Caring Community Profile-II (8-item, 
Lickona and Davidson 2003) were used. Items (scaled, 1 to 10) on this factor were summed with 
a higher score indicating more positive perceptions of teacher support at the school or more 
positive perceptions of peer relationships at the school. Example items include, “teachers go out 
of their way to help students” and “students care about each other.” There were three items that 
were reverse coded for example, “teachers at this school are unfair.” 
Support from parents. To measure adolescent bonding or support from both mother and father, 
the “care” subscale (8-items) from the Parental Bonding Instrument (Parker, Tupling, and Brown 
1979) was used. Items were summed to produce a total score with a higher score indicating 
greater care from each parent. Example items include, “my mother appears to understand my 
problems and worries” and ”my mother understands what I need.” For the “father” scale, 
“mother” was replaced with “father.” 
Intervening behaviour and confidence  
A single item measure was used for the variables of; intervening behaviour (past three 
months) and confidence to intervene. The same stem was used for all items; ‘try and stop risky 
and dangerous behaviours.” For example, “I have stopped a friend doing something risky and 
dangerous.” The process of developing the items was based on those used by Marcoux and 
Shope (1997) and developed in focus group findings to identify the key stem and key verb 
(Buckley and Sheehan 2010). 
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Data Analysis 
A path analysis was used to test model constructs and their relationship with intervening 
behaviour using methodology described by Marsh, Hau, and Grayson (2005).  Both the 
commonly used Comparative Fit Index (CFI) and the Root Mean Square Error of Approximation 
(RMSEA) were used as indices as goodness of fit. CFI ranges from 0 to 1 with indices above .9 
indicating an acceptable fit with the RMSEA considered an adequate fit with indices below .08. 
A chi-squared analysis was also conducted to test the overall model fit. A non-significant result 
in the chi-squared test corresponds to an adequate model. That is, a model where the implied 
covariance matrix does not differ from the observed covariance matrix.  
Results 
 Initially a model with direct effects of support to intervening behaviour was tested. The 
model however showed a poor fit, χ2(4) = 33.1, p < .001, CFI = .89, RMSEA = .13 (.09-.17). The 
only significant pathway to intervening behaviour was fellow student support and as such this 
link was retained in the next model. A second model was tested with the support variables used 
to predict confidence and the variable of confidence used to predict later intervening behaviour. 
Examination of the CFI, RMSEA, and chi-squared tests indicated a good of fit of the model, 
χ2(24) = 7.27, p > .05, CFI = .98, RMSEA = .05 (.00-.10). Figure 1 shows the standardised 
coefficients and the variance explained with regard to intervening behaviour (17%) and 
confidence to intervene (24%). The standardised coefficient weights were significant for student 
support (β = .39, p < .01) and teacher support to confidence (β = .16, p < .05) and from 
confidence to intervening behaviour (β = .27, p < .01).   
Discussion 
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Risk-taking behaviours may have considerable negative consequences including injuries, 
and early adolescents’ friends may be one way of reducing such behaviour if they were to 
actively intervene to try and stop it. This study found an association between students’ 
experiences of support with their perceived confidence to intervene. Further, findings showed 
students were more likely to have the confidence to try and stop their friends from engaging in 
“risky and dangerous” behaviours if they perceived a higher level of support from teachers and 
students although not from either parent. Such confidence to intervene was associated with the 
likelihood of trying to stop risky and dangerous behaviour over the following three months. 
The findings showed that a direct effect model of support on intervening behaviours did 
not fit. The second model tested however showed that perceptions of support from teachers and 
students was important in intervening through confidence to intervene. Intervening behaviour is 
a complex task particularly for adolescents negotiating peer pressures, thus the confidence to 
perform the behaviour is perhaps a significant personal resource that enables young people to 
build on the support that they have. As noted by Bandura (1982), a social learning theory 
perspective suggests vicarious learning and social influence influence a sense of efficacy. The 
support early adolescents receive from fellow students and teachers is perhaps a key opportunity 
to develop confidence to be able to intervene from such mechanisms. A supportive environment 
might be one in which adolescents view teachers modeling behaviour such as going out of their 
way to help someone. Further, such support from both peers and teachers might be a means by 
which students receive praise and encouragement for positive behaviours and thus promote 
perceptions of capability. 
The findings demonstrated that students who were supported by teachers (that is, felt 
teachers were fair and that they could talk with about problems) were also more likely to indicate 
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that they would have confidence to intervene. The potential for teacher support thus may extend 
beyond the individuals’ experience, as has previously been shown in research demonstrating the 
links between teacher support, academic achievement, and emotional wellbeing (Lee, 2007; 
McLellan, Rissel, Donnelly, and Bauman 1999), to providing a key factor in creating positive 
friendship behaviour. The current findings suggest that fostering support may be associated with 
positive peer relationships in the school that promote safety. Such teacher behaviours might thus 
be encouraged so that students have the opportunity to experience such supportive behaviour.  
The study also showed that support from fellow students related to confidence to 
intervene. Given fellow students are likely to be the recipients of any protective behaviour a 
supportive relationship has potential to foster in-group protection. Thus it may be that those who 
felt supported by peers hold a common goal of taking responsibility for each other’s safety. 
Interestingly, the support of parents was not found to be predictive of confidence to intervene (or 
directly, intervening behaviour). It is entirely possible that students had in mind this was a 
school-related issue and were conceptualising “risky and dangerous” behaviour in the school 
setting. It also might be that both mother and father support relates to other value and 
motivational factors that are not outlined in this model. Thus while the model showed an 
insignificant relationship with parental support further investigation is likely needed. 
The study however has limitations that must be viewed in light of the findings. The study 
focused on a limited conceptualisation of school experiences and parents. It must also be noted 
that students may have greater difficulty visualising the seriousness of certain situations and 
therefore might over-estimate their likelihood of intervening in more serious situations when 
intentions are measured rather than when observed behaviours are measured. Although the focus 
of this study was to examine specifically how perceptions of support might relate to students’ 
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intervening behaviour a necessary further step would be to more comprehensively examine a 
model of intervening. Although the findings might be used as an initial point toward further 
examining strategies of developing interventions with key relationships, the impact on the wider 
school environment, school belonging and other aspects of positive peer relationships might also 
be important to investigate in promoting safety. Measures might also be more comprehensive 
when studied at a wider or objective level and not just self-report experiences. 
Additionally the study focused on students’ self-reported responses to hypothetical 
situations. In the bullying literature, there is evidence of a discrepancy between intended and 
actual bystander behaviour (O’Connell, Pepler, and Craig 1999). Importantly however, 
interventions designed to increase prosocial behaviour among young people might first need to 
move to a motivational phase before action (Ajzen 1991). Further, the study also did not 
investigate the method by which early adolescents might try and stop friends’ risky behaviour or 
the likelihood that such behaviour is likely to be effective.  
This study provided an initial yet prospective examination of a relationship between 
elements of key relationship support and cognitive factors of confidence. The risk-taking 
behaviour of adolescents is a social activity (Gerrard, Gibbons, Vande Lune, Pexa and Gano 
2002). As such it provides the opportunity for a friend to be physically present and have the 
opportunity to know of risky and dangerous behaviour. Thus in examining factors associated 
with intervening in such experiences there is potential for an increased understanding of how to 
decrease such risky behaviours and thereby reduce the associated negative consequences. This 
study provided an initial examination of how some aspects of support might relate to intervening 
behaviour and confidence to intervene. 
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